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UNICA  VEL  RARA 


The  one-Keyboarded  Clavicytherium 

Of  the  Kraus  Collection  in  Florence 


When  in  1907  I gave  in  my  pamphlet:  Une  piece  unique  du 
Musee  Kraus  de  Florence,  Paris,  H.  Morin  Editeur,  a rather 
complete  account  on  the  very  scarce  specimen  of  the  original 
of  our  upright-piano,  named  Clavicytherium,  quoting  the  diffe- 
rent notices  given  by:  Virdung,  Luscinius,  Walker,  Koch,  Louil- 
ler,  Lichtenthal,  Rimbault,  Paul,  Velcker  von  Gontershausen, 
Brinsmead,  Mahillon,  Hipkins  and  Passagni,  all  very  incomplete, 
and  the  greater  part  completely  wrong,  I received  from  many 
of  my  colleagues  in  the  history  of  music,  the  request  of  a still 
more  minute  description,  with  an  illustrative  drawing,  of  that 
most  interresting  instrument,  which  might  allow  the  reader,  to 
have  an  adequate  notion  of  its  form,  facilitating  in  the  mean- 
time the  right  understanding  of  its  description. 

In  the  above  quoted  pamphlet  a typographical  error  at  the 
end  of  page  11,  produced  a real  confusion,  therefore  I now 
undertake  to  describe  again  the  Clavicytherium  in  its  simplest 
and  earliest  form,  that  is  to  say,  with  one  keyboard,  as  the  one 
I now  possess  in  my  collection,  bearing  the  date  1559. 

Its  shape  is  like  a reversed  upright  harpsichord,  being  M.  1,01. 
high  on  the  side  of  the  treble,  0,45  on  that  of  the  basses ; 0,98 
wide  and  0,45  deep. 
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The  whole  instrument  consists  of  a painted  wooden  case  with 
a large  dulcimer,  completely  indipendent  from  the  outside  frame, 
on  which  horizontaly  run  152  brass  strings,  fastened  on  the  left 
to  iron  hooks,  passing  over  two  moveable  bridges  provided 
with  a notched  brass  piece  of  wire  (according  to  the  number 
of  strings  composing  the  group  running  over  it)  and  regulated 
for  tuning  purposes  by  iron  pegs  on  the  right. 

The  extention  of  the  keyboard,  placed  under  the  dulcimer, 
being  of  a short  octave,  three  full  octaves  and  the  upper  c, 
the  strings  are  grouped  two  by  two,  for  the  short  octave  (in  the 
lowest  part  of  the  dulcimer)  three  by  three,  for  the  first  full 
octave  and  four  by  four  for  the  remnant. 

On  the  sounding-board,  made  of  pine-wood,  three  ornamented 
and  gilded  roses,  allow  the  comunication  of  the  inner  with  the 
outer  air. 

The  keyboard  is  like  those  of  the  harpsichords,  only  instead 
of  the  regular  jacks,  running  through  the  comb  and  lying  di- 
rectly on  the  keys,  they  are  acting  in  a set  of  quadrangular 
cases,  disposed  by  steps  on  the  wooden  band  running  obliquely 
over  the  sounding  board  and  have  iron  wire  at  the  bottom, 
which  pass  through  as  many  holes,  in  two  wooden  boards,  as 
tkere  are  keys. 

These  boards  are  at  the  distance  of  M.  0,08  from  each  other 
(the  one  immediately  under  the  large  dulcimer  and  the  other 
fixed  at  the  frame  of  the  keyboard  itself,  0,025  over  the  keys). 

The  wooden  jack  has  the  usual  formed  tongue,  obliged  to 
return  to  its  place  by  the  regular  spring,  whilst  a piece  of  wire 
put  horizontaly  behind  it  and  above  the  spring,  prevents  the 
tongue  from  deviating  too  far  and  not  allowing  therefore  the 
jack  to  go  back  into  its  case. 

When  the  key  is  pressed  upon,  the  jack  leaps,  the  quill  or 
in  some  cases  leather-plectrum,  strikes  the  group  of  strings  cor- 
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responding  to  it  and  falls  down  again,  owing  to  its  weight,  due 
in  greater  part  to  the  iron  wire. 

The  strings  are  damped  by  the  usual  piece  of  cloth  attached 
to  the  upper  part  of  the  jack. 

I trust  that  those  who  read  this  my  short  description  and 
look  attentively  to  the  drawing  of  my  Clavicytherium,  may  be 
able  to  understand  clearly  its  conformation  and  action  and  to 
appreciate  the  intrinsic  value  of  the  other  descriptions  given 
of  it  hitherto. 

Florence,  December  1909. 

10,  Via  dei  Cerretani. 

Alexander  Kraus,  son. 
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